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Alpina
A semi-annual review of mountaineering in the greater ranges

Canada
Mt Logan (5,959 m) in the Yukon is the highest mountain in Canada and
the second highest in North America after Mt McKinley. The story of its
first ascent in 1925 is closely entwined with the history of the Appalachian
Mountain Club and Appalachia. For the 50th anniversary of the club in
1926, the AMC published a 215-page commemorative number. Henry S.
Hall, a member of the American Alpine Club and of the 1925 expedition,
contributed the leading article—a fourteen-page description of the trip to
Logan and the ascent. (Since shortly after the founding of the AAC in 1902,
Appalachia had been the “official organ” for the publication of AAC accounts.
The arrangement was abruptly terminated in 1927, also ending the glory days
of Appalachia as a mountaineering journal. [Editor’s note: See Jeffery Parrette’s
two-part article on this subject in Appalachia, June 1995, and December 1995,
L nos. 3 and 4.] Hall described one of the epics of the North: dogsleds,
man-hauling, heavy backpacking, and a 40-hour summit “day.” On the
42nd day of the expedition, June 23, 1925, at 8:00 p.m., the climbers reached
the top. The descent took two days with open bivouacs at temperatures down
to –25° F. The party still faced a long walkout and finished by rafting down
the Chitina River—more than two further weeks of hard travel.
Climbers today usually reach Logan by plane, but it remains a remote,
hard, cold, and sometimes-dangerous mountain. Several North American
mountaineers have failed recently in attempts on the huge and forbidding
S or SE Face above Seward Glacier. Three members of the Japanese group
known as the Giri-Giri Boys, Katsutaka “Jumbo” Yakahoma, Yasushi Okada,
and Genki Narumi, flew in to the Seward in April 2010 with designs on the
face. (“Giri-Giri” is a Japanese expression meaning something like “far-out,”
and the Giri-Giri Boys are a loose assemblage of young climbers who have
established a distinguished record for hard, sometimes dangerous, climbs in
Alaska, the Himalaya, and the Andes.) Except for the mechanized approach
and retreat, the Giri-Giri effort became another “epic of the North.”
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The three sat out a few days of typical Logan bad weather, and then
decided that the best place to acclimatize would be Logan’s long E Ridge.
Unfortunately, that ridge is reachable only from Hubbard Glacier on the
other side of the mountain, for them a 25-km snowfield plod without skis
or snowshoes. They acclimatized in eight days, reaching 4,600 m, and they
concluded that the E Ridge would not be a suitable descent route. After the
return to the Seward base camp, Narumi, oppressed by the huge face, decided
to remain at base camp.
Yakahoma and Okada left the camp on May 4 heavily loaded with seven
days of food, gas to melt snow for water, a small tent and sleeping bags, and
climbing gear. Initially favored by good weather, they made two bivouacs on
the face and reached its top at 11:00 p.m. for a very cold third bivouac on May
6. The pair decided that it was too dangerous to retrace the convoluted ascent
route and thus had to descend the long E Ridge after all. They further decided
that mountaineering aesthetics required that the climb end not just anywhere
but on a summit. They traversed to reach Logan E Peak (5,898 m) at 1:40
p.m. on May 7, then descended the E Ridge for their fourth bivouac at 3,170
m. Next day, they completed a 30-km slog back to Seward and base camp by
11:45 p.m. for their flight out on May 9.
At the nineteenth Piolet d’Or in Chamonix, April 15, 2011, the symbolic
Golden Ice Axe was awarded to Okada and Yakahoma for their “journey into
the unknown in perfect alpine style [which] took place on the immense SE
Face of Mount Logan. . . . This tested them with all the variables of pure
alpinism. . . . The two Japanese mountaineers rose to this perfectly.” The
judges noted that, for the same ascent, they had already won the Piolet d’Or
Asia on October 22, 2010, in Seoul.

China and Tibet
The huge area that Tamotsu (Tom) Nakamura has christened “East of
the Himalaya,” the most important remaining reservoir of unclimbed
big mountains, has been largely closed to exploration and climbing in its
Tibet portion. The reasons for this closure are complex and controversial.
Paradoxically, accelerated physical development of the area by China’s
western development drive—roads, railways, and dams for hydroelectricity
and flood control—has sometimes made access to remote areas more difficult
as traditional bridal paths and footways are abandoned and overgrown.
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The local population, now less poor, shows little interest in carrying for and
serving foreigners. The tensions between ethnic minority groups, particularly
between the once-dominant Tibetans and the multiplicity of “others,” have
led to conflicts. The local and central Chinese authorities try to suppress or
at least conceal these by restricting foreign access and, through the Public
Security Bureau, ending the previously common contacts between Tibetans
and foreigners.
However it came to be, climbers heed the closure. Nakamura, who closely
follows activities in east Tibet, said he “did not hear [of ] any expedition,
either climbing or exploration, in eastern Tibet in 2010.” The situation is
less bleak farther east, particularly in Sichuan’s Minya Konka massif reported
separately later, and to a degree elsewhere in Sichuan.
Conversely, officials encourage, and subsidize, vacation tourism, but
more for the Chinese than for foreigners. Tourist hotels, good access roads,
chairlifts, and scenic attractions have flourished, and thousands of Chinese
vacationers crowd them. Some of this has a Disneyesque flavor. Nakamura
reports the construction of artificially prettified and sanitized Tibetan villages
and the renaming of Zhongdiang in west Yunnan to “Shangri La.”
The emphasis on tourist attractions has its counterintuitive aspects. In
Baoshan Airport south of the Hengduan Mountains near the Myanmar
border, Nakamura photographed a historical display in the waiting room. It
glorified the U.S.-supported resistance of the Chiang Kai-shek regime to the
Japanese in World War II. Baoshan played an important part in the “over the
hump” aerial supply of Chungking (today spelled Chongqing), Chiang Kaishek’s temporary capital during the war. The display shows a C-46 transport
plane in clearly American markings, portraits of the American generals Claire
Lee Chennault and Joseph Stillwell, and—mirabile dictu—Chiang Kai-shek
and Madam Chiang arm in arm with an American general, probably Stillwell.
All are credited for their courageous resistance to the Japanese invaders. One
wonders if the Baoshan Airport manager will survive if the party line shifts
again.
Xiaqiangla (5,470 m) in Sichuan’s Daxue Shan well north of Minya
Konka lies in the so-called Valley of Beauty in Danba. Nakamura photographed lakes, classical Tibetan houses, tall tapering stone towers, and handsomely costumed women. Five members of the Hiroshima section of the
Japanese Alpine Club led by Chiharu Yoshimura set up a base camp on the
shore of idyllic Da Haizi (a lake) in April 2010. Splitting into two groups,
they attempted the unclimbed mountain by the NE Face and the N Ridge
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from an advanced base camp at 5,020 m. Leaving the camp at 6:00 a.m., the
NE Face party, Hiroshi Matsushima and Ken Sato, reached the main summit at 2:40 p.m. on May 2 for the first ascent. They descended and joined the
second party, which had reached the subsidiary Pk 3, and all returned safely
to advanced base camp. Unfortunately, dam construction has caused major
environmental damage on the Dadu River just east of the Valley of Beauty.
	Near much-climbed Singuniang, Se’erdenpu (5,592 m) is the highest
of a small group of mostly rock peaks in the Qonglai Mountains of west
Sichuan. The name has been translated as “savage,” perhaps more accurately
as “yeti” or even “abominable snowman.” The peak is so named for a face-like
pattern on the upper portion as seen from the north. Several attempts on the
relatively accessible mountain had failed before Americans Dylan Johnson and
Chad Kellog visited in September 2010. They found the field crowded by four
other expeditions, and they moved their efforts to the more remote E Face.
After the start of the autumn snows, repeated weather delays, and one serious
leader fall, they reached the summit for the first ascent at 2:30 p.m. on a clear
day in October, enjoying remarkable views of the normally cloud-shrouded
Qonglai range.

Yangmolong and the Future
More typical of recent difficulties is the long, finally successful struggle to
reach the highest point of Yangmolong (6,060 m) in a small massif of the
Shaluli Shan of western Sichuan. The mountain has a long list of unsuccessful
attempts starting in 1991 and the reputation as “perhaps one of the toughest
[unclimbed] peaks in Sichuan.” The early tries were defeated by climbing
difficulty compounded by the area’s notoriously unreliable weather. The best
route seemed to lie up the north side, and in 2007, David Wynne-Jones’s
British-American expedition reached 5,400 m on that side before bad weather
and unstable snow stopped them. They found the ethnically Tibetan villagers
in the approach valley friendly and helpful. On their return in 2009, all had
changed. They reported being constantly hassled by villagers and complained
of theft. Jon Otto’s American-Chinese expedition reported similar problems, despite its Chinese liaison officer. Several other expeditions tried the
mountain from the politically accessible but more difficult south side, and
failed. In 2010, Otto’s group devised a difficult but feasible approach to the
north side but got no higher than 5,900 m.
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Trying again in fall of 2011, Otto (an American living in China), Liu Yong,
Su Rongqin, and American cameraman Tim Boelter combined a twentyhour drive on dirt roads from Chengdu with a two-day walk over a 5,080-m
pass, descending to their starting point below the N Face, thus avoiding the
reportedly troublesome villagers. The climb itself, in light alpine style, went
more easily in a lucky good-weather window between two major storms. All
four, climbing together, took three days to reach the summit on October
20, 2011, and one day to descend. This was the first ascent of Yangmolong.
Quarrels and difficulties notwithstanding, Otto said he was “impressed,
perhaps more so than the climbing by small monasteries tucked high up
valleys, the Tibetan livelihood, and their religious practices.”
	It appears that the romantic heyday of exploratory mountaineering by
small groups in the East of the Himalaya region is over. The physical and
economic changes in the region are irreversible as is the flood of Chinese
tourists and settlers from the east. As I draft these notes in January 2012, a
new phase in the asymmetric struggle between the Chinese authorities and
the Tibetan minority has opened. It is one of fiery self-immolation. Since
March 2011, about 20 monks or former monks have burned themselves to
death or tried to do so. Most of them are young and from monasteries outside
Tibet proper, but recently at least one senior lama from Tibet has died.
The Chinese authorities try to conceal or trivialize the demonstrations, and
the followers of the expatriate Dalai Lama try to publicize them. Each group
points to the other as responsible for the deaths. Their only point of agreement is that self-immolation is not a classical tenet of Tibetan Buddhism. The
ultimate effect of this new campaign is uncertain. Although self-immolation
is a common strategy of the weak against the strong, history has shown that it
usually has no major effect on the policies of a strong state. The Tibetans are,
no doubt, encouraged by counter-examples: the unseating of the Ngo Dinh
Diem regime in Vietnam after the fiery suicides of Buddhist monks and nuns;
and the recent catalytic and sustaining effect of similar actions in the so-called
Arab Spring. The outcome awaits further events.

Minya Konka Massif
Contrary to events in other Chinese and Chinese-dominated mountain
areas—even elsewhere in Sichuan—this group of high 6,000- and 7,000-m
peaks remains relatively open to foreign climbers. It is easily and quickly
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reached from Chengdu, permits are freely granted and usually honored
by the local authorities, and it remains a good venue for the small, lowbudget expeditions that have previously been so successful in the east of the
Himalaya region.
A typical example is the first recorded ski descent in the massif.
Americans Ingrid Backstrom, Kasha Rigby, and Jimmy Chin and Giula
Monego of Italy, visited Reddomain (6,112 m) in a thirteen-day foray from
Chengdu in September and October of 2009. (Reddomain, north of Minya
Konka, was first ascended by a New Zealand expedition in 2004.) After
acclimatizing at a 4,500-m base camp, the four climbed the W Ridge to
reach the summit on October 5, 2009. The ski down was not continuous.
It required some rappelling with skis on and some short rappels carrying
the skis. Near their camp 1 at 5,200 m, they climbed back to the ridge and
skied its full length until the snow ran out at about 4,800 m just above their
base camp.
Daddomain (6,380 m), which lies just NNW of Minya Konka, was first
climbed, via the W Ridge, by a New Zealander in 2004. In March and April
2010, Fumitaka Ichimura, Ryo Masumato, and Kemei Nagata of the now
ubiquitous Giri-Giri Boys visited the massif. After acclimatization and a short
look at the then-unclimbed E Face of Mt Edgar—which they declined to
attempt—they started up Daddomain E Face on April 19. After six days of
climbing with snow delays and three different bivouac sites, they reached
the summit at 9:25 a.m. on April 25. They returned to their base camp the
next day. This was the second ascent of Daddomain and the first ascent via
the E Face.
The climbing history of peaks just below the magic elevation of 6,000
m is more obscure, but it appears that in 2008 an American, Aidan Loehr,
made a solo first ascent via the W Ridge of Dogonomba (5,960 m), north of
Daddomain and on the same ridge. New Zealander Tim Church and Austrian
Yvonne Pfluger (who lives in New Zealand) made the second ascent in a
25-day round trip in May 2010. They climbed for five days up the W Ridge,
reaching the top on May 21. Their quick ascent left time for other climbs and
what they described as enjoyable sightseeing before they returned to Chengdu
by public bus.
The E or SE face of Mt Edgar (6,618 m), also known as E-Gongga,
has achieved near-cult status because many climbers have tried and failed
to reach the top by this route. Americans Johnny Copp, Micah Dash, and
Wade Johnson died in an avalanche while making their attempt in 2009.
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The well-known Bruce Normand (a Scot who now lives in China)
and American Kyle Dempster made an eight-day visit to the massif in
November 2010. They warmed up on the W Face of Mt Grosvenor (6,376
m), a 24-hour effort followed by one bivouac—the mountain’s second ascent.
The first ascent of Edgar’s E Face was far more difficult and dangerous,
comprising five days of bad weather and avalanches to the summit and three
days down. Normand describes the route this way: “Although not a very
direct line, [it] may be the only safe one on the east face of Edgar.” Normand’s
description of the climb in the American Alpine Journal makes it clear that
safety is a highly subjective concept.

Scholarly Mountaineering
The nearly complete suspension of exploratory mountaineering in eastern
Tibet could not stop the scholarly elucidation of the sometimes-confused
maze of hundreds of little-known mountains there. Tatsuo (Tim) Inoue of the
Alpine Club of Kobe University (ACKU) is no armchair mountaineer. He led
the expedition that made the first ascent of any peak in the extensive
Kangri Garpo range in 2009. He now has produced a major rationalization
of the hundreds of mountains in the range, particularly the 6,000-m peaks.
Kangri Garpo stretches 280 km in a roughly NW to SE line from Tongmai
to Zayul near the Sichuan border. The only known ascent is the 2009 climb
of Lopchin Feng (6,805 m), the second highest summit in the range (see
the account in Alpina, Appalachia, Summer/Fall 2011, LXII no. 2, page 121).
Until now, most of the mountains were unnamed as well as being unclimbed
and had uncertain locations and elevations. Inoue has produced a document
(Japanese Alpine News, Volume 12, pages 104–131) that goes far toward filling
this gap. It might be thought that in these times of Google Earth and satellite
technology, his task would be a simple one, but that proved untrue. Inoue
used Google Maps, Google Earth, and a whole alphabet soup of other
technologies—Advanced Spaceborne Thermal Emission and Reflection
Radiometer (ASTER), Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM), and all
the rest—as well as old Soviet maps and Chinese People’s Liberation Army
maps. Unfortunately, he had no access to the most recent Chinese versions.
The process was a painstaking effort to establish the elevation and
location of hundreds of predominantly remote and unexplored mountains,
attach an unambiguous identifier (Inoue uses a “KG number”) and, using a
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Tatsuo “Tim” Inoue, using available satellite and other data, established elevations for
hundreds of remote, unexplored mountains in the Kangri Garpo Range of Tibet. This
illustration is an example of his work, showing three 6,000-meter peaks in the Delupola
group of peaks. Inoue’s “KG” labels were his own invention. TAMOTSU NAKAMURA

whole library of images, relate the KG number to previous names and map
locations when they exist. For this effort, Inoue amassed images taken by four
ACKU expeditions and by a long list of mostly Japanese explorers—the list
headed, of course, by Tamotsu Nakamura. The library incorporates a single
photo taken in 1933 by Frank Kingdon-Ward. (By amazing skill or luck,
Kingdon-Ward chose to photograph Ruoni, the highest peak in the entire
280 km range.)
	Inoue observes, “The altitude data extracted from ASTER and Google
Earth indicate lower height numbers on the sharp or thin summit structure
peaks than . . . actual and little lower numbers on massive or round shape
peaks.” He therefore assumes that “all data extracted from the satellite survey
indicate lower than [actual elevation.]” Some may debate this conclusion, but
anyone who compares Himalayan Google Earth images with good photos of
the same peaks will notice the apparent flattening effect.
	Inoue’s principal product is a table of 47 Kangri Garpo peaks 6,000 m or
more high (the previous estimate for the number of Kangri Garpo 6,000ers
was 30.) The table lists each peak’s KG number, position in degrees, minutes,
and seconds, the best elevation estimate, and names, if any. Most mountaineers
have limited interest in mountains “that no one has ever heard of,” a fortiori
Summer/FALL 2012 125
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in those of unknown position and height. Thus, the table will probably set the
agenda for climbs in the Kangri Garpo for the foreseeable future.

In Memoriam
George Christopher Band, OBE1, 1929–2011.The death in August of
George Band was a major loss from the rapidly decreasing group of survivors
of the golden age of Himalayan mountaineering when nearly all the very
highest peaks in the world were climbed for the first time. Band was the
youngest climber, selected at age 23, on John Hunt’s 1953 Everest expedition,
which put Sir Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay on top for the first
ascent of the highest of all. Hampered by acclimatization problems and
illness, Band’s high point was a carry with Sherpas to 7,300 meters. He is
better remembered for his first ascent of Kanchenjunga with Joe Brown in
1955. Kanchenjunga is the third highest mountain in the world, much more
difficult and dangerous than Everest. The ascent by Band and Brown was the
only first ascent by English climbers of any of the fourteen 8,000ers, was made
by a new route without extensive previous reconnaissance, and marked the
first participation of working-class climbers such as Brown in high-standard
Himalayan mountaineering.
Band was born on Japanese-controlled Formosa (now Taiwan) to
Presbyterian missionaries. The family escaped from the island only a fortnight
before the outbreak of war in the Pacific following the attack at Pearl Harbor.
Band was educated in England at Eltham College and Queen’s at Cambridge.
He was president of the Cambridge University Mountaineering Club
(CUMC) and managed some good climbs in the Alps despite the limitations
of Britain’s postwar economic austerity policies. His climbing experience led
to his selection for Everest. Band’s national service was as a Royal Signals
officer with experience as mess officer, leading to his subsequent expedition
assignments to the usually thankless tasks of communications and expedition
food supply.
Between Everest and Kanchenjunga, Band joined a six-man CUMC
expedition to then unclimbed Rakaposhi (7,788 meters). The expedition
failed to reach the top, but it pioneered the idea of transporting gear and
some members in a heavy-duty van the 7,600-odd miles overland to the
1

OBE is a grade in the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire.
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Himalaya to save money. (The idea became the approach of choice for
low-budget expeditions in the 1960s and 1970s.) He also put together The
Road to Rakaposhi (Travel Book Club, 1955), a charming tale with much local
color and history—in my view his best book.
He then tried to be a professional mountaineer. But he had read geology at
Cambridge and petroleum engineering at Imperial College and, responding
to the questions of his parents about “when he would get a real job,” he joined
Shell for an itinerant but remunerative career as an expatriate petroleum
executive. His near contemporary, Chris Bonington, chose differently, as he
told in his autobiography I Choose to Climb (Gollancz, 1966)— thus, Band’s
sly remark, “I chose to work.” And he did, in seven different countries.
The discovery of the North Sea oil fields in 1983 brought him back to England,
where he headed the UK Offshore Operators Association. That post, and
his subsequent retirement, gave him the opportunity to hold a series of
mountaineering and charitable establishment posts, including president of
the Alpine Club, the British Mountaineering Council, and the Himalayan
Trust (founded by Hillary to provide education and health care to the
Sherpas). Band found time to author two more books—much more in the
establishment mode: Everest: 50 Years on Top of the World (Harper Collins) in
2003, and Summit: A Celebration of 150 Years of the Alpine Club (Collins) in
2006. In 2008, he was granted the OBE for his services to mountaineering
and charity.
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